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It is not common to find a treatise on priesthood that has missionary potential.  Indeed much mission thinking would imply a ‘doing away’ of the ministerial priesthood altogether!  

Dermot Power draws powerfully on the writings of the Roman Catholic Theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar to give affirmation to the ministerial priesthood and a recipe for spiritual renewal.  

Just as the Church exists primarily for worship and, only then, for mission, so the ministerial priesthood is defined less as a function and more as a matter of being in relation to Christ and the Trinity, ‘not merely an organisational convenience, but a legitimate development of Christ’s own ministry, a continuing gift to the Church.’ p16  

Ministerial priesthood is rooted in Scripture.  Balthasar represents it as ‘a participation in the responsibilities of the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep. (John 10:15)’  Christ who gave himself ‘pro nobis’ continues that gift in all who have ‘his mind’. (Philippians 2:5-11)  The particular ministry of ordained priests stands in relation to that of the whole Church just as ‘Israel’s election bears the mystery of elective love where some are called, but only for the sake of and out of love for all’.  p142

The ‘priestly heart’ is presented as a key to renewing mission in the spirit of Ezekiel Chapter 34 where God seeks shepherds who are ‘after his own heart’. The formation of such hearts in priests who recognise both the grandeur and objectivity of their office and their personal need of grace is established as the critical need of the Church.  ‘Before a priest becomes part of the outreach of (Christ’s) transforming love, he must first allow himself to be drawn into its depths’ p98. Reflection upon the ‘divine recklessness and magnanimity.. needs constantly to be brought to the centre of Christian and ecclesial consciousness’ p45.  Balthasar is concerned to uphold traditional imagery of the redemption such as ‘substitution’ and ‘ransom’ because he claims this imagery gives most effective witness to this ‘recklessness’ of divine love.

The obedience and self surrender of Jesus and the self-giving of Paul are traced as the biblical roots of a ministerial priesthood that represents ‘spousal love of the Christ for the Church’ (cf  Ephesians 5:25).  Dermot Power himself stresses the need for a return to ‘interiority’, an obedient love, as the fount of a missionary priesthood.  His book addresses priests whose ministry is seen in increasingly functional terms and whose Office is questioned theologically.  The firm restatement of the objectivity of the Office as consonant with Scripture and Tradition will be refreshing to many readers.  
There is a helpful analysis of how the functional view has led to a certain depersonalising of the ministerial priesthood.  This, it is claimed, is only to be overcome through a recovery of the traditional understanding of priesthood as a participation in the person of Christ within the Trinity.  This is not a recipe for the renewal of clericalism but simply an affirmation that in Christian tradition some are chosen for the sake of all.  

Inasmuch as they conform themselves to the mind of Christ and his self emptying our priests become instruments to build up the Body of Christ.  ‘In and through our openness and suffering God becomes our master.  Often he leads us where we do not want to go, and breaks the form of our lives… so that His Form may come to expression.’ Jurgen Moltmann quoted p73-4.

‘A Spiritual Theology of the Priesthood’ is a book that has enormous potential for restoring confidence in the priesthood and so serving to build up the Body of Christ.

